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I. INTRODUCTION
   Arrest Of Sunday School Teacher & His Appeal To The  U.B. Supreme 
  Court 
  In 1920, in a rural area of Nebraska, a teacher, Mr. Robert Meyer, 
was arrested and convicted for teaching Bible stories in German to 
a 
10 year old boy. This was in violation of a Nebraska law which forbade 
the teaching of foreign languages to children under the age of 13 years. 
Nebraska and 21 other states had passed such laws with German as 
the target. America had just finished a war with Germany and there 
was a hatred of Germany and all things German. The law reflected 
the belief that the German language was the embodiment of all of th
e 
evil exhibited in German society and culture. To teach such a language 
to young Americans would corrupt them because
, according to many 
lawmakers, evil ideas were inherent in the German langu
age. 
  Meyer appealed his case to the Nebraska Supreme Court. He lost. 
He then appealed to the U.S . Supreme Court, and in 1922 the Court 
issued its ruling. They found that "Mere knowledge of the G
erman. 
language cannot reasonably be regarded as harmful." Meyer won. 
 In making a legal decision, the Court made a psycholinguistic one. 
as well on the relationship of language, thought and culture. Was the 
Court correct? It is this question that I shall consider in my talk.
  148 
 II. SPEECH PRODUCTION AS THE BASIS OF THOUGHT 
   Watson, Skinner, Bloomfield, Ryle, A. Liberman 
 According to these theorists, speech production is the basis of 
thought. Unless one learns to speak aloud, one cannot acquire thought. 
After learning to speak aloud, one learns not to speak aloud, to talk 
to oneself. This talking to oneself is thought. 
  ARGUMENTS AGAINST THIS IDEA
 1. SPEECH UNDERSTANDING PRECEDES SPEECH 
  PRODUCTION 
 Normal children learn to comprehend speech before they learn to 
meaningfully produce it. They can understand sentences like "Shut 
the door" and "Give the toy to Mary" before they are able to create 
them. Surely the understanding of sentences implies the existence of 
thought. Since children have this thought before they produce sentences, 
it cannot be the case that speech production is necessary for thought. 
 2. SPEECH UNDERSTANDING BY PERSONS WITH SPEECH 
  DISABILITIES 
 Those born without the ability to speak but have hearing and are 
otherwise intellectually normal can learn to understand speech even 
though they cannot produce any. These people have thought but have 
no speech production. The theory cannot explain this fact. 
 III. LANGUAGE AS THE BASIS OF THOUGHT 
   Humboldt, Sapir, W horf, Vygotsky, Korzybsky, Suzuki, McNeil, G. Lakoff 
 This theory is more sophisticated than the previous one since it 
deals with language in general and not just speech production. Still, 
language is required for thought. As Vygotsky puts it, "thought is 
born through words."
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   ARGUMENTS AGAINST THIS IDEA 
  1. DEAF PERSONS WITHOUT LANGUAGE THINK 
  Many deaf children do not begin to acquire language until a rather 
late age such as 4 and 5 years. Yet it is clear that these children are 
not wild animals but rational human beings. The experience of Helen 
Keller is one such case in point. The theory would predict, incorrectly, 
that such persons could not think. 
  People knowing very different languages, e.g., Japanese and English, 
would have great personality problems because they would have two 
very different thought systems. 
 2. LACK OF VOCABULARY DOES NOT LEAD TO LACK 
  OF CONCEPTS 
  Speakers of languages with few color terms can perceive colors as 
well as speakers of languages with many color terms. Even though 
English does not have vocabulary items for male dog, back of the 
hand, powder snow, etc. English speakers can have the concepts. 
Suzuki's claim that people would not be able to distinguish cats from 
dogs if they did not have words for these objects leads to absurdities. 
For, if cats and dogs can distinguish cats and dogs from one another 
without language, why can't humans do as well?! It must be that new 
words, vocabulary, are created because of a need, a need to commu-
nicate ideas that persons already have. 
 3. SAME LANGUAGE, DIFFERENT WORLD VIEWS 
 According to these theorists, different languages have, in their gram-
mar and vocabulary, different world views. If this is so, then how 
is it that very different world views can be held by speakers of very 
different languages? For example, even in the same family different 
religions or political philosophies can be held: the father could be a 
Christian, the mother a Buddhist, the son a Communist and the 
daughter an atheistic capitalist. Yet all speak the same language. The 
theory predicts uniformity, not this diversity.
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 IV. THE INDEPENDENCE OF THOUGHT 
  Locke, Piaget, Putnam 
 According to the philosopher John Locke, language is a creation of 
the mind. Language was developed by humans so that they could 
communicate with one another. Thought, category concepts and logical 
operations, develop or occur prior to language. Others such as Piaget 
and Putnam take a similar view. This theory is the most adequate 
one to explain the relationship of thought, language and culture. 
 V. CONCLUSION 
   The Sunday School Teacher & The Ruling of The U.S. Supreme Court 
  The U.S. Supreme Court was correct in its view that "mere knowl-
edge of a language cannot reasonably be regarded as harmful." 
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